Knowledge to Action: A Communication and Framing Issue by Eng, Norman
City University of New York (CUNY) 
CUNY Academic Works 
Publications and Research City College of New York 
2017 
Knowledge to Action: A Communication and Framing Issue 
Norman Eng 
CUNY City College 
How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know! 
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/cc_pubs/381 
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu 





How	 can	 we	 transform	 the	 power	 of	 knowledge	 into	 political	 will,	 engaging	 practice,	 and	
responsive	 policy?	 Education	 scholars
i
	increasingly	 believe	 public	 engagement	 is	 the	 answer	
(Oakes,	 2016;	 also,	 see	 Sparks,	 2015).	 Yet,	 there	 is	 no	 clear,	 best	 approach.	 Should	 scholars	
work	 directly	 with	 policymakers,	 advocate	 for	 a	 particular	 cause,	 or	 educate	 the	 wider	










Using	 communication	 frames	 and	 framing	may	 broaden	 the	 public	 perspective.	 This	 involves	
highlighting	 certain	 aspects	 of	 an	 issue	 that	 resonate	 with	 the	 intended	 audience	 (Entman,	
1993).	Frames	 specifically	 refer	 to	 the	actual	words,	 images,	phrases,	and	presentation	styles	









environmental	 protection	 example,	 “purity”	 and	 “sanctity”	 speak	 to	 the	 moral	 values	 that	
largely	 resonate	 among	 conservatives.	 It	 is	 possible	 that	 a	 religious	 frame	 (i.e.,	 one	 that	
emphasizes	 serving	God	by	protecting	His	 creation)	will	mean	more	 to	evangelical	Christians.	
Regardless	of	which	frame	is	used,	the	scholarly	consensus	remains	the	same—that	humankind	








consensus.	 In	 this	 paper,	 I	 explore	 ways	 to	 “frame”	 education	 issues	 from	 a	 research	





Americans.	 The	 seminal	work	 of	Williams	 (1951)	 and	 Steele	 and	 Redding	 (1962)	 offers	 a	 list	
from	 which	 to	 springboard	 from.	 By	 cross-referencing	 them	 with	 those	 from	 more	
contemporary	 experts	 (e.g.,	 Kohl,	 1984;	 Baker;	 2014),	 I	 found	 several	 overlapping	 values,	







So,	 how	 can	 scholars	 use	 cultural	 values	 to	 help	 people	 see	 education	 issues	 more	




Frame	 #1:	 Future	 Preparation.	 America’s	 distinct	 emphasis	 on	 achievement	 and	 success,	
combined	with	their	thirst	for	progress	and	their	inherent	pride	in	all	things	American,	suggest	
that	the	“future	preparation”	frame	may	push	people	to	think	more	collectively	about	the	well	










prepares	all	Americans	 for	 the	challenges	of	 the	21
st	
century.	When	we	don’t	prepare	
for	new	challenges,	our	education	 system	 isn’t	working	 the	way	 it	 should	 to	maintain	
and	advance	our	country’s	quality	of	life.	We	could	improve	our	country’s	prospects	for	






jobs	and	 the	economy,	pursuing	 terrorists,	 and	 reducing	 the	 federal	deficit	 (Child	 and	Family	
Policy	 Center	 and	 Every	 Child	Matters	 Education	 Fund,	 2015).	 The	 visceral	 pull	 of	 children’s	
wellbeing	 appears	 to	 be	 a	 universal	 (rather	 than	merely	 American)	 value	 that	may	 preempt	







that	 of	practicality,	efficiency,	productivity,	 and	nationalism.	 Framing	 inequality	 as	 a	 national	
productivity	 and	 economic	 efficiency	 issue—as	 opposed	 to	 a	moral	 one	 (which	may	 turn	 off	




of	 the	 political	 spectrum.	 Support	 for	 preschool	 investment	 in	 the	 U.S.	 continues	 to	 rise,	




Frame	 #3:	 Opportunity	 for	 All.	 Americans	 value	 the	 idea	 that	 no	 one	 person	 is	 better	 than	
another	and	that	everyone,	if	given	the	opportunity,	can	succeed.	Polls	consistently	show	they	
support	 “equal	 opportunity”	 (see	 Gallup,	 2011;	 Pew	 Charitable	 Trusts,	 2011);	 yet,	 how	
communicators	present	it	matters.	Framing	inequality	in	terms	of	race,	income,	or	some	other	
special	 interest	 pits	 groups	 against	 each	 other	 in	 a	 fight	 for	 limited	 resources	 (Davey,	 2009;	
FrameWorks	 Institute;	 2010).	 This	 leads	 to	 zero	 sum	 thinking	where	 one	 group	 has	 to	move	
down	 for	 another	 to	 go	 up.	 Situating	 the	 issue	 of	 fairness	 not	 in	 persons,	 but	 in	 places	 or	






When	 some	 communities	 are	 denied	 the	 resources	 they	 need,	 they	 are	 unable	 to	
overcome	problems	like	a	poor	educational	system.	We	need	to	level	the	playing	field	so	
that	 every	 community	 has	 access	 to	 quality	 schools	 and	 colleges.	 Effective	 education	
reforms	would	 allocate	 societal	 assets	more	 fairly	 among	 communities,	whether	 they	
are	rural	or	poor,	or	not.	(FrameWorks	Institute,	2010,	p.	5)	
	










Families	are	 the	 foundation	of	a	 stable	and	 thriving	 society.	 In	particular,	parents	and	
the	community	must	instill	the	values,	morals,	and	discipline	that	are	the	foundation	of	
success	 in	 school	 and	 in	 life.	 Unfortunately,	 not	 every	 child	 has	 access	 to	 such	
	 4	
community	resources,	and	schools	can	only	do	so	much.	 It	 is	therefore	 important	that	
society	 invests	 in	 its	 parents,	 families,	 and	 communities.	 Working	 parents,	 especially	
those	 who	 are	 single,	 often	 work	 long	 hours,	 care	 for	 elderly	 parents,	 and	 have	
household	responsibilities	on	top	of	caring	for	their	children.	As	a	result,	they	could	use	
extra	 help—whether	 it	 is	 tutoring	 for	 their	 children,	 extracurricular	 services,	 or	












Designing	 frames	will	 be	 challenging,	because	 it	 involves	a	new	mindset	 focused	not	only	on	
objective	 empiricism	 but	 also	 on	 communication—an	 area	 education	 scholars	 have	 not	











4. Does	 your	 writing	 overly	 focus	 on	 the	 problems	 and	 disparities	 at	 the	 expense	 of	
practical	solutions	or	recommendations?	
	
At	 the	 heart	 of	 these	 questions	 lay	 a	 fundamental	 idea:	 to	 translate	 knowledge	 into	 action,	




Scholars	 may	 also	 need	 to	 question	 the	 prevailing	 norms	 and	 incentives	 of	 the	 academic	
community	(such	as	basing	tenure	primarily	on	peer-reviewed	publications).	While	they	tend	to	
foster	 academic	 rigor,	 impartiality,	 and	 empiricism—the	 hallmarks	 of	 high	 quality	 research—
these	 norms	 and	 incentives	 also	 discourage	 scholars	 from	 actively	 participating	 in	 the	 public	







































































































































































































































































	In	 this	 article,	 the	 term	 scholar	 includes	 researchers	 and	 social	 scientists,	 even	 though	 they	differ	 slightly—the	




which	 is	 more	 focused	 on	 enumerating	 some	 of	 the	 most	 commonly	 cited	 values	 from	 which	 we	 can	 frame	
education	 issues.	Other	values	not	 in	Table	1	 (e.g.,	 family,	health/fitness,	and	optimism)	may	have	been	cited	 in	
the	 literature	 but	 not	 necessarily	 as	 unanimously.	 Nonetheless,	 they,	 along	with	 other	 universal	 human	 values	
(e.g.,	 the	 wellbeing	 of	 children,	 eating,	 and	 cultural	 pride),	 should	 not	 be	 overlooked.	 Audience	 segmentation	
research,	such	as	those	by	Maibach	et	al.	(2008)	may	prove	useful.	
	
